
Christmas/Christmas Tree Fires

The Holiday season is typically
regarded as extending from late
November to early January and
includes Hanukkah, Christmas,
Kwanzaa, and New Year’s Day.
Using the latest 3 years of data,
the yearly estimated fire loss for
December 24, 25, and 26 is esti-
mated at over $80 million. Each
year, these losses result from an es-
timated 12,000 fires that required
a fire department response. These
fires cause an annual national av-
erage of of approximately 250
injuries and 40 fatalities.

In addition to the holidays them-
selves, many people choose to
celebrate the season by deco-
rating their homes with elec-
tric lights, candles, banners,
and wreaths. The Christmas
tree is among the most popu-
lar of these decorations. The
Bureau of the Census
estimates that there were

101,041,000 households in
America in 1998. According to
the National Christmas Tree
Association, 33 million natural
Christmas trees were sold that
same year, which means that
nearly one-third of American
households had a live or cut
Christmas tree inside the home.

Each year, newspapers are filled
with tragic stories of families killed
by fires that are ignited by the
family Christmas tree. As the sea-
son progresses and trees become
drier, the incidence of Christmas
tree fires worsens, as shown in the
following table.
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In residential structure fires where
the ignition point is a Christmas
tree or other holiday decoration,
the fire is typically more severe in
every measurable way. Injuries,
fatalities, and property loss are
higher than average. This is indic-
ative of the potentially rapid igni-
tion and spread of a tree or deco-
ration fire. One fire official lik-
ened a dry Christmas tree to a
“bomb” in the middle of one’s
home. In reaction to winter’s cold
weather, most people turn up the
heat in their homes, which dries
Christmas trees even more.
Coupled with faulty wiring or lit
candles, a Christmas tree provides
sufficient fuel to ignite a serious
fire. Two examples:

: On January 9, 1999, an elec-
trical short in a string of Christ-
mas lights started a house fire that
killed the homeowner, a 50-year
old woman who lived alone.1

: On December 27, 1998,
candles ignited a Christmas tree
and killed a father and his son.
Both may have been asleep at the
time the fire started.2

Holiday fires, including those
occurring in the days preceding
and following Christmas, are typi-
cally more severe than fires dur-
ing the rest of the year (see tabu-
lation at top).

Similar to other holidays, including
Thanksgiving, there is a somewhat
higher incidence of cooking fires
on Christmas Eve and Christmas
Day. This is not surprising given
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the importance of holiday meals
to families throughout the nation.

The incidence of fires caused by
open flame also increases on
Christmas Day—7 percent for
all of 1998, but 15 percent on
Christmas. Open flame fires in-
clude those from matches, light-
ers, and candles.

The most common form of heat
of ignition for Christmas fires is
that of gas-fueled equipment,
including pilot lights and gas
fireplaces. Also, Christmas ex-
periences a higher than average

incidence of fires caused by
candles.

Fires caused by children playing
with fire decrease on Christmas
Day (see chart). Children playing
fires peak in the days just prior
to Christmas and sharply de-
crease on Christmas Day and
December 26. In the greater
context of this time of year,
these trends are not necessarily
surprising. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, parents are home with
their children and, while busy
with holiday preparations, may
not be able to supervise children
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1Luo, Michael, “Christmas Tree Blaze Kills Woman,” Los Angeles Times, January 9,
1999, page B1.
2“Holiday Season Keeps Branson Hopping: Cause of Fire Believed To Be Candles,” The
Kansas City Star, December 27, 1998, page B2.
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7KLV DQDO\VLV LV EDVHG SULPDULO\ RQ

GDWD IURPWKH1DWLRQDO )LUH ,QFLGHQW5H�

SRUWLQJ 6\VWHP �1),56�� 1),56 LV D

GDWDV\VWHPPDLQWDLQHGE\ WKH8�6� )LUH

$GPLQLVWUDWLRQ �86)$�� (VWDEOLVKHG LQ

����� 1),56 LV WKH ODUJHVW ILUH GDWD VHW

LQ WKH ZRUOG� 7KH 1),56 GDWD VHW LV XS�

GDWHG DQQXDOO\ ZLWK QHDUO\ RQH PLOOLRQ

QHZ ILUH LQFLGHQW UHFRUGV� )LUH GHSDUW�

PHQWV IURP DOO UHJLRQV RI WKH FRXQWU\

UHSRUW WKH QXPEHU DQG W\SHV RI ILUHV WR

ZKLFK WKH\ UHVSRQG� $OWKRXJK WKH V\V�

WHP LV YROXQWDU\� DQ HVWLPDWHG RQH�

WKLUG WR RQH�KDOI RI WKH QDWLRQ¶V ILUH GH�

SDUWPHQWV SDUWLFLSDWH LQ 1),56�

/LPLWDWLRQV RI WKH 1),56 GDWD VHW

DUH WKDW LW LV LQFRPSOHWH²�� VWDWHV DQG

PDQ\ ILUH GHSDUWPHQWV ZLWKLQ SDUWLFL�

SDWLQJ VWDWHV GR QRW SDUWLFLSDWH LQ

1),56²DQG WKDW DQ HQRUPRXV QXPEHU

RI VPDOOHU ILUHV DUH QRW UHSRUWHG WR WKH

ILUH VHUYLFH DW DOO� 7KHVH XQUHSRUWHG

ILUHV DUH JHQHUDOO\ LQGXVWULDO RU UHVL�

GHQWLDO ILUHV WKDW EXUQ WKHPVHOYHV RXW

RU DUH H[WLQJXLVKHG E\ WKH RFFXSDQW�

'HVSLWH WKHVH VKRUWFRPLQJV� WKH GLV�

WULEXWLRQ RI SDUWLFLSDQWV LQ 1),56 LV DW

OHDVW UHDVRQDEO\ UHSUHVHQWDWLYH RI WKH

HQWLUH QDWLRQ� HYHQ WKRXJK WKH VDPSOH

LV QRW UDQGRP�

6LQFH WKHGDWDVHW LV LQFRPSOHWHDQG

UHSUHVHQWV RQO\ D VDPSOH RI $PHULFDQ

ILUH GHSDUWPHQWV� PDQ\ RI WKH QXPEHUV

LQ WKLV DQDO\VLV DUH QDWLRQDO HVWLPDWHV

RU SHUFHQWDJHV� UDWKHU WKDQ UDZ WRWDOV

RU DEVROXWH QXPEHUV� 0DQ\ HVWLPDWHV

DUH GHULYHG E\ FRPSXWLQJ D SHUFHQWDJH

IURP1),56DQGPXOWLSO\LQJ LW E\ WKH WR�

WDO QXPEHU RI ILUHV� GHDWKV� LQMXULHV� RU

GROODU ORVV IURP WKH 1)3$ DQQXDO VXU�

YH\� )XUWKHU� LQ PDNLQJ QDWLRQDO HVWL�

PDWHV� WKH ³XQNQRZQV´ �HQWULHV OHIW

EODQN RU UHSRUWHG DV XQNQRZQ� VKRXOG

QRW EH LJQRUHG� ,Q WKLV UHSRUW� LQFOXGHG

DUH DQ HVWLPDWH IRU ERWK WKH VSHFLILF

LWHP DQG ZHOO DV DQ HVWLPDWH LQ ZKLFK

XQNQRZQV DUH GLVWULEXWHG LQ WKH VDPH

SURSRUWLRQ DV WKH NQRZQV�

2WKHU VRXUFHV RI GDWD PD\ KDYH

EHHQXVHG LQ WKHSUHSDUDWLRQ RI WKLVQDO�

\VLV� 7KHVH LQFOXGH WKH 1DWLRQDO )LUH

3URWHFWLRQ $VVRFLDWLRQ¶V �1)3$�

DQQXDO VXUYH\ RI ILUH GHSDUWPHQWV�

PRUWDOLW\ GDWD IURP WKH1DWLRQDO &HQWHU

IRU +HDOWK 6WDWLVWLFV� SRSXODWLRQ GDWD

IURP WKH %XUHDX RI WKH &HQVXV� DUVRQ

GDWD IURP WKH %XUHDX RI $OFRKRO� 7R�

EDFFR� DQG)LUHDUPV� ILUHILJKWHU IDWDOLW\

VWDWLVWLFV IURP WKH 1DWLRQDO ,QVWLWXWH

IRU 2FFXSDWLRQDO 6DIHW\ DQG +HDOWK ±

)LUHILJKWHU )DWDOLW\ ,QYHVWLJDWLRQ DQG

3UHYHQWLRQ 3URJUDP DQG WKH 86)$¶V

)LUHILJKWHU )DWDOLW\ 3URMHFW� DQG VWDWLV�

WLFDO LQIRUPDWLRQ IURP WKH &RQVXPHU

3URGXFW 6DIHW\ &RPPLVVLRQ� 7KH 86)$

JUDWHIXOO\ DFNQRZOHGJHV WKH XVH RI

WKHVH GDWD DQG FLWHV WKHVH VRXUFHV

ZKHUH XVHG�

7KLV PHWKRGRORJ\ KDV EHHQ

DGRSWHG E\ WKH 86)$� VHH )LUH LQ WKH

8QLWHG 6WDWHV� ���������� SXEOLVKHG

E\ WKH 86)$ DQG DYDLODEOH DW WKH 86)$

ZHEVLWH �KWWS���ZZZ�XVID�IHPD�JRY��

IRU D FRPSOHWH H[SODQDWLRQ�

as closely as is necessary. Seeking
to emulate the behaviors of their
parents, children might attempt
to light holiday candles or other
decorations. In addition, children
are likely to be searching for hid-
den gifts throughout the home
and in their search are probably
encountering dangerous items

such as lighters and matches.
Naturally curious, children play
with these items, with sometimes
tragic results. Beginning on
Christmas Eve, children become
more occupied with the celebra-
tion and are perhaps less likely to
set fires. This trend continues

through New Year’s Day, about
the time their interest in new toys
and other gifts wanes.

The incidence of arson fires
diminishes on Christmas Day and
in the days before, but arson in-
creases after Christmas and peaks
on New Year’s Day.


